The paper focusses its attention to the medical work of the British Military hospitals stationed in Macedonia during the First World War, the surgical work carried out under very heavy conditions in improvised operating theatres as well as the treatment of the wounded and sick solders brought from the battlefields on the Macedonian Front.
The First World War had brought many British subjects to the Macedonian Front. Beside the soldiers who fought in the units of the allied forces, there were volunteers who came with the medical units which were sent to the Balkans by the British Red Cross, The Scottish Women's Hospitals and the Serbian Relief Fund. Field hospitals were stationed along the main battle lines in Serbia and Macedonia: Mladenovac, Kragujevac, Skopje, Bitola, Ostrovo, Voden etc.
The declaration of war on August 4 th 1914 caused ferment in Britain. Recruiting offices and voluntary organizations sprang up all over the country and men, some mere boys, and women, enthusiastically enlisted. Among those were significant persons from the British cultural and public life, artists, theatre actors, writers and other persons from the high ladder of the social life. Already on the 20th August 1914 Dr. Elsie Inglis propagated the establishment of a hospital and the Scottish suffrage offices in Edinburgh became the Scottish Women's Hospitals, where not only Scottish, English, Irish and Welsh women served in their units, but many came from Australia, New Zealand and elsewhere (Krippner 1980: 30) . This is particularly true of the composition of the 'America' unit, so named because of the funds raised in America stationed at Lake Ostrovo in Macedonia, where in 1917, beside the women doctors from Australia, Dr. Bennet, Dr. Hellen Saxton, Dr. De Garris and others there were orderlies and other personnel from Britain and elsewhere. Among those was the Australian writer Miles Franklin who worked as an assistant cook. She left a memorable description of the life and work at the hospital in her unpublished work Ne mari ništa -It Matters nothing, the manuscript of which is curated at Mitchel Library in Sydney. Many men and women were recruited by the SCWH and sent to the Front in Macedonia.
The British Red Cross was also engaged in sending medical personnel to the Balkan Front, right after the first engagements started. Among the first to arrive in Serbia was the Field Hospital led by Mrs. St. Clair Stobbard, which was stationed near Kragujevac, the activity of which is impressively described in her work The Flaming Sword over Serbia. In it she describes in details not only the medical work in the hospi-tal but also the tragic Golgotha of the retreat of the Serbian Army across the frozen mountains of Albania.
By mid-November 1914 the First Serbian Relief Fund Unit commanded by Lady Leila Paget arrived in Skopje, Macedonia, to establish a fine 600 hundred bed hospital on a hill outside Skopje. The Unit had appropriated the 'Gymnasium', a fine block of buildings used primarily as a technical school and capable of accommodating three hundred beds.
A Lady Paget's Hospital was organized according to the best medical standards capable of treating not only wounded soldiers but also sick soldiers and patients from the local population especially after the outbreak of the typhoid epidemics. In her Report entitled 'With Our Serbian Allies', Lady Paget beside the medical work carried out in the hospital she describes the political situation in the city, and the tensions that occurred when the Bulgarians and the Germans occupied the city. At the end of the Report she presents a list of the whole personnel of the hospital that elicits the structure and the solid organization of her Unit. We present it here with no changes.
Phil. excess; we therefore placed forms at the back under cover of the buildings, on which they sat with their ghastly wounds, waiting till could be attended to. During the battle we dressed the wounds of many hundreds of Serbians, but kept actually in the hospital only about two hundred. I cannot praise too highly the cool, practical way in which the whole staff went about the work. Our Austrian prisoner orderlies had always won my admiration by their loyalty and devotion to duty, but never did their behavior merit our respect than now.
Dr. M. SEEDORF (Danish).

Surgeon-in-chief
Lady Paget: With Our Serbian Allies, pp. 32
The British Red Cross Unit led by Dr. McLaren consisted of six doctors: Dr. J. Johnston Abraham, Dr. Barkley; the names of the others are not given, each with two orderlies. Later on to their group of doctors was added a Russian woman doctor presented in his book as The Little Red (haired) Woman. The names of only three orderlies are rendered: Anthony, Steve, James, Later on the group of orderlies was enlarged with several prisoners of war some of them Czechs, from the Austrian army.
Dr. J. Johnston Abraham, an Irishman -Britisher as he called himself is the author of a fascinating work, a kind of a diary which is more than that -My Balkan Log in which he describes not only the medical work and complicated operations performed in their hospital but also it renders a vivid description of the life in the city, its cultural monuments, the customs of the local ethno culture and, we may say, it is the first novel of Skopje.
Here we shall focus mainly to the work in the hospital.
"… The hospital was stationed in three buildings all close together, which had originally been store houses for tobacco, close to the railway station. The largest 'Number One' had space accommodation for six hundred beds, the other two for approximately three hundred each. 'Number One' had three great floors, each containing two hundred beds. It was lit feebly with a few electric lights on each floor; but there was no water of any sort laid on, and absolutely no inside sanitary accommodation."
My Balkan Log: p. 41 '… December the first was a red-letter day in our calendar, for on that day we started a real operating theatre -the theatre for which, ever since our arrival, our Chef had been working.
At any rate we had a theatre which really looked as theatre, and here the Chief, Barkley and I spent two happy months very busily until the great blight came.
The next day we had a fresh convoy from the front; and now our theatre was in working order, the Serbian officials began to give us what they called more serious cases. Instead of wounds of limbs we began to get head injuries, gunshots wounds of chest, and more and more compound fractured femur. The number of abdominal injuries that passed through our hospital then and afterwards was surprisingly few.
… Each new patient came, or was brought, to one of half dozen operating tables to be examined; the field dressing was taken off, and the wounds cleaned up by one or other of the assistants. Then the Major came along, and a rapid diagnosis was made. Sometimes he would pass on quickly, sometimes stop and ask a question. Every now and again he would run his fingers over an arm, leg or chest, feel a bullet or a piece of shrapnel, grip it between his fingers, and with a rapid cut of a knife turn it out without bothering about any anesthetic. It was fierce, rapid medieval surgery; and the patient stood it without even a murmur. They were all so quiet, so apathetic, so very tired.
Ibid: pp. 45-46.
… Every day now we had a fresh convoy of wounded Serbs, Austrians. The Austrian soldiers were mixed. They had Magyars (Hungarians), Czechs, Slovaks, Slovenes, Poles, Dalmatians, Croats, Jews, Romanians, Italians and Austrians proper among themselves.
Soon the first cases of typhus occurred in the hospitals in Skopje and it spread throughout the city. During the winter campaign it became epidemic and we had several thousand cases through our hands in the first three months. Recurrent fever, the Serbs, following Continental nomenclature, call it Typhus Recurreus to distinguish it from Typhus Abdominalis (our Typhoid Enteric).
It is caused by a spirillum and runs a very typical course. There is high fever, intense prostration, and some delirium lasting for about a week. Then comes a rapid fall of temperature, and a week when the temperature registers normal or subnormal. This is followed by a second and sometimes a third similar rise and fall till the patient is reduced to a skeleton, almost too weak to turn in bed.
Among ourselves, at first, we label it 'Uskubitis', before we recognized the cause. Eventually, we simply called it 'IT'.
Ibid: pp. 75.
The first cases of typhus occurred in some of Skopje hospitals such as Polymesis (Polumesec -Half-moon); soon it spread throughout the city and people were dying in great numbers.
Two ox-wagons lumbering along the main street, each with an armed man in front, caught my eye; and as they passed I glanced casually at the contents. There were some twenty bodies, ten in each wagon, coffinless, carelessly wrapped in blankets.
Men were dying in such numbers; the carpenters could not cope with the demand for coffins. People were getting more and more frightened. Even the Tzigans began to refuse to handle the bodies.
Ibid: pp. 245
The first British Field Hospital for Serbia reached Salonika on April 15, 1915. Beside the medical staff there were civilians engaged as assistants in nonmedical work, among those were Alice and Claude Askew who joined the unit as writers but 'we were prepared to turn our hands to odd jobs if called upon to do so'.
The unit consisted of some twenty six individuals all together. Surgeons, dressers, orderlies, chauffeurs, a staff of most capable nurses, a cook, a washwoman, an interpreter -and a dog.
They are the authors of The Stricken Land in which they described not only the medical work carried out in Skopje and later on at Pirot where they moved later on, but also the tragic retreat of the Serbian Army on their Via Dolorosa through Montenegro and Albania to Corfu where those who survived were transported to recover.
The staff of our unit had been carefully selected by the Committee in London. The organizer of the enterprise was Dr. J. Hartnell Beavis, whose name was already known in connection with similar work in Belgium. With him -his right-hand man -was Mr. Gerald Sim who had been in Belgium too, where he had got his laurels as an expert chauffeur. Our Chief surgeon was Mr. Fergus Armstrong, F. R. C. S. who had given up an important post to join us and a more able operator or pleasant companion could not have been desired. Alas, he was not with us at Pirot, having undertaken during the slack period that preceded the Bulgarian outbreak to work for Lady Paget at Skopje. A physician we had Dr. G. Landsborough Findley, who with his wife, Lady Sybil -one of our nurses. The unit consisted of some twenty-six individuals altogether surgeons, dressers, orderlies, chauffeurs, a staff of most capable nurses, a cook a washwoman, an interpreter, and a dog.
The Stricken Land, pp. 22-23.
The next British hospital sent to Macedonia was the one sent by the Scottish Women's Hospital known as "American Unit" because the money for the original outfit was a gift of the people of the United States. It was stationed near Lake Ostrovoon the Macedonian Front in August 1916, where the bloodiest battle had been fought on the Mount of Kaymakchalan in 1917.
The hospital camp was situated some three hundred miles of Ostrovo and the railway station. The ward tents were twenty in number and passage ways connecting tents had been provided for them. Each tent took ten beds and the hospital for two hundred; also there were X-ray tents, a clothing store etc.
Beside these there was dressing station up the hills where the first dressing of the wound of the wounded soldiers was performed ant the patients were transported to the hospital by ambulances driven by women drivers.
The medical staffs in the hospital were all women doctors: Dr. Bennet (the C. M.), Dr. Cooper (who had joined the unit from Australia), Dr. Lewis, Dr. Scott. Dr. Mancaster.
Details about the work of this hospital, the heavy fightings in the mountains on this part of the Macedonian Front are described in the work At the Serbian Front in Macedonia by E. P. Stebbing, a university professor from Edinburgh who served as a transport officer -as he explains -'the job which Dame Fortune, flung to me after two years spent in attempting to persuade generals, colonels and even majors, to give me a temporary job on active service during the few months' leisure each year which a post in a University allows one'. (Stebbing: pp. 1)
As an eye witness Stebbing gives detailed description of the heavy military engagements on this side of the Macedonian Front. So this work is also of historical value as a document of what was going on at the battlefields in Macedonia during the Great War.
Here is a detail of what he had seen when he visited the place after one of the cruelest battle was over on the Mount of Kaymakchalan fought in 1917.
… Here the damage done was terrific and both trenches and ground behind them are littered with dead Bulgars, whilst in many cases all signs of a trench are obliterated. There is one of these lines of trenches which are particularly hideous. Here a whole line of Bulgars was either mown down or killed by grass shells and lie in every conceivable position. At a distance they look as if they were asleep, but from their tattered clothing as one approaches one knows that their sleep is the sleep of death and that the death has been a violent and bloody one. Macedonia: p. 181 In the meantime the British military units arrived in Salonika as part of the Allied Forces whose soldiers were sent to the Macedonian Front; so the number of the British subjects stationed in Macedonia was considerable. Some of them never returned to their homes and remained to rest forever in their perpetual home that fate had ordained for them in the British Military Cemetery in Skopje. Inscriptions of the name, the unit in which they served and an occasional epitaph on the tombstone hide many stories of brave deeds achieved at Doyran and elsewhere on the Macedonian Front, buried there never to be told to posterity. French military cemeteries exist in Skopje and Bitola where soldiers of the French troops had been buried.
At the Serbian Front in
In Macedonia, particularly in Skopje crowds of English-speaking people walked in the streets of the city and its markets watching in bewilderment the medley of its population, the breath-taking beauty of the landscape, the grandeur of the old buildings, churches and monuments. On their way back home they picked up some artifacts from the place, such as pieces of folk costumes they had bought from the local peasants. Some of these might have been put aside or in attics since, for the successors, they had lost the significance and the endearment they had for the original owners who had carried them from afar as reminders of their great adventure in life. However, far more important for posterity are the works and the records they made in the years of the Great War in which they have described most vividly and in the most impressive way the major incidents of which they were not only eyewitnesses but active participants as well. Some of those narrations soar to the heights of the best examples of the English literary prose tradition which testifies to the great literary talent of their authors.
